The Assassination File: 
More Flimsy ‘Evidence’ 



by George Leopold 



BEST EVIDENCE 
By David Lifton 
Macmillan 

W HO’S BURIED IN LEE HARVEY 
Oswald’s grave? 

The answer apparently is Lee Harvey 
Oswald. That at least was the conclusion 
of a team of pathologists who last month 
examined the body, after months of bicker- 
ing among Oswald’s relatives about 
whether his grave should be opened. 

So much for one of this year’s most popu- 
lar theories about the real sequence of 
events' in the assassination of John F. Ken- 
nedy. A British author who had been 
making hay along the talk-show circuit with 
the idea that a KGB defector had been sub- 
stituted for Oswald ended up with a bad 
case of the mumbles. 

Yet, almost two decades and dozens of 
books after the tragic event, the contro- 
versy surrounding the Kennedy assassina- 
tion persists. Three institutional failures, in 
part, help to explain why. First, most offi- i 
cial examinations have operated under the 
predetermination that a lone nut shot the 
President. Second, a complacent main- 
stream press has turned its back on legiti- 
mate criticisms. Third, chronic doubt is fed 
by a book publishing industry guided more 
by commercial instincts than a desire to 
create an accurate historical record. 

Ever since the 1964 release of the War- 
ren Report, critics have confronted a pub- 
lishing industry which, for the most part, 
sensed that substantive criticism of the offi- 
cial conclusions would be met with a strong 
and commercially threatening reaction by 
the Government. An overwhelming num- 
ber of publishers have refused to give seri- 
ous consideration to fundamental institu- 
tional issues, instead, focusing more on the 
sensational aspects of the crime. Coupled 
with the plundering of many irresponsible 
critics, this attitude has generated a body of 
literature largely devoid of objective ana- 
lysis. 

Thus David Lifton’s Best Evidence. 
Lifton’s work, issued by Macmillan Publi- 






shing Company early this year, is as much 
a revealing commentary on the sorry state 
of the publishing industry as it is a testa- 
ment to the author’s fertile imagination. 

Lifton charges that President Kennedy’s 
body was stolen for the purpose of perform- 
ing “pre-autopsy surgery.” The intent of 
this monstrous plot, Lifton tells us, was to 
disguise the true nature of the President’s 
wounds and to deceive investigators into 
concluding that Kennedy was shot from 
behind. This is, the author proclaims, the. 
solution to the crime of the century. 

The “best evidence” in, the assassination, 
according to Lifton, was the president’s 
corpse. He attempts to show how and 
where it was stolen, altered and returned 
between Love Field in Dalldsaind Bethesda 
Naval Hospital, the site of the official autop- 
sy. At least four points in his chronology 
are vulnerable. 

The dirty work began, Lifton says, 
aboard Air Force One in Dallas just prior 
to the swearing-in of Lyndon Johnson. The 
author alleges a 14-minute period before 
the swearing-in when Kennedy aide Briga- 
dier General Godfrey McHugh left the 
President’s casket unattended at the rear, 
of the plane. It was during this~absence, 
as McHugh was ordering the pilot to 
take-off for Washington, that the corpse 
was removed from the Dallas casket and 
placed in a body bag. 

We are led to believe that only the move- 
ments of General McHugh are crucial; that 
he was the only person aboard the plane 
who returned to the casket during the 
swearing-in ceremony. However, several 
sources show that others, including military 
personnel, Secret Service agents and mem- 
bers of the Kennedy staff, did not attend 
the ceremony and were near the casket 
during those 14 minutes. 

After arriving at Andrews Air Force 
Base Lifton’s now-empty Dallas casket was 
seen by millions on television being unload- 
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ed while the corpse was allegedly removed 
through a hatch on the opposite side. Litton 
doesn t explain how 3,000 spectators on the 
opposite side failed to notice this-despite 
klieg lights! 

From Andrews, Litton has the corpse 
taken to another site, probably Walter Reed 
Army Hospital, to remove bullets and alter 
wounds. Then he has it snuck through the 
rear entrance to Bethesda just in. time for 
! start of the official autopsy. In concoc- 
ting this scenario Lifton omits yet another 
central fact: this back entrance was locked 
and without a guard to open it on the night j 




of the assassination. According to a retired 
Air Force colonel who was stationed at 
Bethesda that night, while leaving the' 
Naval hospital he went, as usual, to the 
' back gate only to discover it locked and 
unattended. The witness, interviewed by 
researcher-writer Harold Weisberg, said 
this gate was always open; that this was the 
only time he remembered it being locked. 
Thus, as part of the security measures insti- 
tuted in preparation for the President’s 
autopsy, this back gate was locked at the 
very time Lifton alleges caskets and ambu- 
lances were arriving there. 

At this rear entrance, Lifton invplves the 
reader in an elaborate she!! game with three 
caskets known to have been near the Be- 
thesda autopsy room. He uses this evidence 
to support his claim that the corpse did not 
arrive there in the Dallas casket. In. addi- 
’ tion, he cites the existence of a second 
ambulance as further proof that the corpse 
and the casket arrived separately. 

But the first casket was actually obtained 
in Dallas and was used to transport the 



body to Bethesda; the second was obtained 
from Gawler’s Funeral Home of'Washing- 
ton, D.C.^ because the President’s, family 
didn’t like the cumbersome, damaged 
Mas casket; and the third was a plain 
ceremonial casket sent to the Naval hospital 
by the Military District of Washington. For 
obvious reasons this third casket was never 
used. The President was, buried in the 
Gawler s casket. The second ambulance 
. can also be accounted for with ease. In addi- 
tion to the ambulance requested by Air 
Force One, a second was sent by the head 
of the Naval hospital who had previously 
treated LBJ’s heart condition. . This unre- 
quested ambulance was dispatched in case 
the events in Dallas proved too much for 
the new President. 

Throughout Best Evidence, ' Lifton 
makes much of his great “discovery,” a 
statement by two FBI agents present at the 
autopsy that, prior to the post-mortem, 
there had already been “surgery of the 
head area, namely, in the top of the skull.” 
This statement, part of the FBI’s wholly 
deficient report on the assassination, was 
found in early 1966. It has been ignored by 
every other critic for a very good reason: 
the FBI agents, under great stress, had 
clearly mis-stated a reference to the tra- 
cheotomy performed in Dallas, not, the 
President’s head wound. Nevertheless, this 
so-called “discovery” .is presented to the 
unsuspecting reader as proof the body was 
tampered with before the autopsy. In fact, 
it illustrates Lifton’s deliberate distortion of 
evidence for his own purposes. 

In a broader sense, Lifton’s book is part 
of a larger body of works published since 
Dallas . which make exaggerated claims 
about impossible but commercially accept- 
able and safe conspiracies. Ultimately it is 
indistinguishable from an intelligence disin- 
formation “black book” because it serves 
the same purpose: discrediting lingering—' 
and so far unanswered— legitimate criti- 
cisms of the official investigations. 




